SHIRT
$39.95 at Gap
Made in Indonesia

JACKET
$39.90 at Zara
Made in Bangladesh

T-SHIRT
319.95 at
Qutfitters

Made in
Indonesia

$14.37 at Old Navy
Made in Cambodia

PANTS
$23.96 at

0id Navy

Made in
Bangladesh

"The Real C

Many of our trendy, inexpensive clothes are made in places
like Bangladesh, where workers—including children—
toil under conditions that may shock you sy Laura anastasia

-

TIGHTS
97¢ at Oid Navy
S o Made in China
SHEAKERS ;
$19.99 at
American Eagle L
Qutfitters : s , —
Made in China — i Dol e . SHOES
S, " e : Ll $17.99 at Old Navy
Made in Vietnam
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A 13=year=-old in a textile factory in Bangladesh; the collapse of the Rana Plaza gar

R
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ment factory (right) in Bangladesh in 2013 killed more than 1,100 people.

oung women hunch over sew-
ing machines in a windowless
workroom in Bangladesh.
Elbow to elbow in the stifling
heat, they assemble jackets.
Together, the women must sew hundreds
of jackets an hour, more than 1,000 a day.
Their daily wage is less than $3.

Just a week or two later, these same
jackets will be labeled fall’s hottest back-
to-school item, selling to teens for $14.99
each at malls across the United States.

The jackets are just one example of

what is known as fast fashion: trendy
clothes designed, created, and sold to
consumers as quickly as possible at
extremely low prices. New looks arrive
in stores weekly or even daily, and
they cost so little that many people can
afford to fill their closets with new out-
fits multiple times each year—then toss
them the minute they go out of style.

Chains such as H&M and Zara first
popularized fast fashion in the early
2000s. It has since spread throughout
the entire clothing industry. As a result,
global clothing production has more
than tripled since 2000. The industry
now churns out more than 150 billion
garments annually.

Long Hours & Little Pay

Fast fashion items may not cost you much
at the cash register, but they come with a
serious price: Tens of millions

of people in
developing countries, some st children,

work long hours in dangerous conditions
to make them, in the kinds of factories
often labeled sweatshops. Most garment
workers are paid barely enough to survive.

Fast fashion also hurts the environ-
ment. Garments are manufactured using
toxic chemicals and then transported
around the globe, making the fashion
industry the world’s second-largest pol-
luter, after the oil industry. And millions
of tons of discarded clothing piles up in
landfills each vyear.

“A lot of what we're throwing away
hasn’t even been worn that many times,”
says Elizabeth Cline, author of
Overdressed: The Shockingly
High Cost of Cheap Fashion.

“Clothing has become a cheap E
form of entertainment.”

Until the 1970s, most

illion

NUMBER

costs translate to lower prices for shop-
pers (who then buy more clothing) and
higher profits for retailers. That’s helped
make fashion a $3 trillion global industry.

Today, many of the world’s 75 mil-
lion garment workers live in China and
Bangladesh, the top-two clothing produc-
ers. Workers often earn just a few dollars
a day. Many are women in their teens.

“They’re sometimes the first one in
their families to have a real job, so the
family is eager to get them into the fac-
tories as quickly as they can,” says
Michael Posner of New York University’s
Stern Center for Business and
Human Rights. “It’s a very
tough existence.”

Indeed, garment workers
often toil in windowless rooms
thick with fumes from the

of garments

apparel worn by Americans
was made in the United States.
Then clothing production, like
a lot of manufacturing, began
moving overseas, where labor
costs were lower. As recently
as 1990, half the clothes sold

Americans buy

each year.
SOURCE: OVERDRESSED

chemicals used to manufacture
and dye clothes. If they dare
miss a day because they’re
sick, they risk being fired.

For Taslima Aktar, that
wasn’t an option. The 23-year-
old couldn't afford to lose her

in the U.S. were made in the
U.S. Today, it’s just 2 percent.
Most American clothing
companies now manufacture
their merchandise in devel-
oping countries in Asia (see

map, p. 10). Workers there earn a frac-
tion of what U.S. workers make—and
have fewer protections. The lower labor

{4 Watch a video on fast fashion at UPFRONTMAGAZINE.COM

pounds

AVERAGE WEIGHT
of clothes and shoes
an American throws

away in a year.

SOURCE: ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION AGENCY

job at the Windy Apparels fac-
tory in Bangladesh, so when
her manager refused last year
to give her time off to see a
doctor about a persistent fever
she accepted it.

Weeks later, Aktar passed out at work.
After she was revived, her boss sent her
back to her sewing machine. Shortly

SEPTEMBER 4, 2017 9



after, her heart stopped and she died.
“We know the same thing can happen

any day, to anv of us,” says one of Akiar’s

co-workers, who told her story to Slate,

A Deadly Accident
Many people didn’t give much thought
to how their clothing was made until
April 24, 2013, when the Rana Plaza fac-
tory building in Bangladesh collapsed.
The deadliest accident in the history of
the garment industry, it killed more than
1,100 workers and injured 2,500 others.
The factory, overloaded with too many
floors, workers, and equipment, had
been making clothing for global brands
such as Benetton, Joe Fresh, and Mango.
After the accident, many big brands
pledged to improve garment factory con-
ditions. About 200 major clothing com-
panies partnered to create factory over-
sight programs in Bangladesh. In recent
vears, these programs have trained about
2 miliion workers in safety procedures.
The comparnies have also hired indepen-
dent engineers to inspect their factories.

e, i

3
e
4.

In southern China, too, many facto-
ries now offer safer conditions and better
wages than they did a decade ago. In some
areas, the minimum wage for garment
workers reached $312 a month last year—
42 percent more than the previous vear.

Better working conditions and wages
come at a price, however. Some facto-
ries in Bangladesh have had to reduce

their production capacity to afford
higher employee pay and building
repairs. That means the factories are
less able to fill massive orders from big
brands. As a result, big clothing compa-
nies may eventually shift their business
Lo even poorer countries with fewer
regulations, experts say.

Other factories can’t afford to make

In 2016, the U.S. imported almost 27 billion articles of clothing. Here are the top 10 countries those clothes came from.
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How a fire a century ago at a New York clothing factory

changed U.S. labor laws

The fire that broke out on March 25, 1911, at the Triangle
Shirtwaist factory in New York City fasted only half an hour.
But it killed 146 people, many of them teenage girls, and had

an enormous impact on the nation.

Fed by oily floors and bins full of flammable material, the fire spread
quickly through the factory where young immigrants made blouses.
There was no sprinkler system. Many burned to death behind locked
exit doors. Others plunged to the ground when a rusty fire escape
collapsed. More than 50 workers had no alternative but to jump from
a ninth-floor window as a crowd below looked cn in horror

The Triangle factory fire was one of the deadliest workplace

disasters in American history.

"1t was an incredibly galvanizing event for the nation's labor
movement and the rights of workers,” says Bruce Raynor, former
president of Workers United, which represents garment workers.
“After Triangle, people were so shocked, not only by the terrible
disaster, but by the drama of these young immigrant women who

were treated as less than human.”

Within a few years of the Triangle fire, New York passed 36
safety laws, and other states soon followed. By 1938, Congress
had banned child labor and set a national minimum wage.

the major structural upgrades that are
needed for them to be safe. (Of the 2,000

Bangladeshi factories that have been

That's one reason unsafe workin

conditions persist. Last year, a garment
factory fire in India killed 13 people.
Another fire this past June injured more
than 20 knpitwear factory workers in
Bangladesh. Some jumped out of third-
story windows to escape the flames,

Environmental Toll

Fast fashion also takes a heavy toll on the
environment. The industry consumes
enormous amounts of water and other

natural resources. Producing enough

cotton for one pair of jeans takes about
1,800 gallons of water—the equivalent of
about 105 showers.

Manufacturing polyester, w
made from petroleum, releases danger-

ous gases into the air. And farming cot-

ton accounts for a quarter of all

des used in the United &

—Patricia Smith

5 pverseas, where it’s turned into

) Some of those pesticides can
ithima and other health problems,
‘hemicals pollute fresh water.

damage doesn’t end once cloth-
ing s made. Americans on average
more than 70 pounds

Battling the
Triangle fire
on March 25, 1911

materials from U.S. factories, where they
can better monitor working conditions.
Big brands are trying to be more eco-
conscious, as well. H&M, for example,
offers customers store credit to recycle

clothes at its retail locations.
“I think we’re going to see big fash-
ion brands become leaders in

L
ol iies and shoes a year. Ry %ﬁﬁ sustainable clothes and make
tarv burned or piled in hwwanas them accessible and more
I where synthetic 3 , affordable,” Cline predicts.
b @g §%§ : I

can take hundreds of

But experts agree it will

v reak down. to mprove take more than just efforts
't of the problems §§§§:§§%§“§9 by clothing companies to
i sshion industry are conditions. remedy the problems of fast

s that are happening

places: air and water pollu-
“hina, poverty and low wages in
1desh,” says Cline, “The waste is

ing in our own backyard.”
re people have become aware

oi the ugly side of fast fashion, the
pushotor ethically made clothing has
1 the U.S., hundreds of start-

reating clothes out of recycled
iic fabrics. These companies use

fashion. Local factory own-
ers, global retailers, and consumers
must all play a role.

If teenage shoppers, to whom much of
fast fashion is marketed, educate them-
selves about how their clothes are made
and think carefully about what they buy,
it can make a real difference, experts say.

“It's everybody’s problem,” says
Posner, “and it’s everybody’s responsi-

»

bility to come together and solve it.” =
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